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Abstract 

Art’s meaning is versatile and forever changing, and it represents cultural heritage and identity. 

Destroy art, and one can erase the cultural identity of a person or even a specific group. 

Consequently, art is targeted when an authoritative power intends to commit genocide or more 

specifically cultural genocide. This research analyzes the perspectives of modern art in Nazi 

Germany and the ways in which the phenomenon of “degenerate” art evolved throughout the 

Nazi regime in Europe. The author examines a variety of publications/resources to explore how 

the attack on modern art unfolded, focusing on studying the ways through which politics, 

propaganda, and art intertwined during that time. Throughout the examination of various acts of 

artistic destruction, the author draws connections to modern acts of cultural genocide, taking 

place in Afghanistan and China. Specifically, the author explores the Taliban’s demolition of two 

important Buddhist sculptures in 2001 as means of cultural and religious artistic destruction. The 

paper concludes with a study of the People’s Republic of China and its systematic destruction of 

mosques and gravesites within the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, as means of cultural 

cleansing. This paper examines the ways in which the Uyghur people are being threatened with 

extinction due to the efforts of the Chinese government. Comparing both present-day acts of 

human right violations to the events that occurred within Nazi Germany, the author cross-

analyzes how politics, propaganda, and art destruction indicates potential cultural genocide. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

The journey in writing my honors thesis began during the spring semester of 2021 when I 

was enrolled in an honors colloquium course known as “Music and the Holocaust.” Led by my 

future thesis advisor, Dr. Galit Gertsenzon, this course introduced me to the artistic facets of the 

Holocaust, and those who used various art forms as a form of free expression. One of the themes 

that caught my attention was a lecture discussing the events from the “Degenerate Art” 

(Entartete Kunst) exhibition that began in Munich, Germany in 1937 (Adam 1992). Before this 

point, I had not heard about this exhibit, and it was a little frightening that I had not known about 

such a powerful and horrific event while learning about the Holocaust as a child. The events of 

World War II and the Holocaust were taught frequently within my hometown school system to 

remember those who passed and teach children how bigotry and hate could lead to terrifying 

things. Yet, this specific point was never brought up during my upbringing, and when I learned 

about this, I focused my attention on learning more about the events surrounding the exhibition 

of “Degenerate Art”.  

Remembering the events surrounding the Holocaust is an ongoing effort that historians, 

artists, and the public alike are trying to continue so that these events will not happen again. The 

persecution, theft, and murders of the Jewish population serve as a reminder that there are those 

who are consumed by hatred and violence. In these efforts to never forget what happened, 

similar events have continued to occur since the Holocaust. Within the past four decades, 

multiple genocidal events have taken place involving other minority groups around the world. 

Rather than learning and growing from the past, hate and prejudices continue to plague 

humankind today, encouraging the mass murder of thousands of individuals across the world. 

From this class, I learned that a classification system was created, ten steps to be exact, to 

identify the various facets in which genocide is conducted. I wondered what the “Degenerate 
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Art” exhibition would be classified under at the time and began to explore my curiosity around 

why the Nazis would focus on art at all. As an anthropology major, my studies revolve around 

the biological and cultural aspects of humankind. This includes the analysis of why we do what 

we do, and how the larger systems impact daily behaviors. Combining my interest in why Nazis 

attacked modern art and how it related to the ten stages of genocide was discussed by others in 

the past in varying degrees. Some researchers like Stephanie Barron have dedicated many books 

to the Entartete Kunst exhibition, but I wanted to apply this historical research to a more modern 

setting. Moreover, this thesis discusses how the “Degenerate Art” exhibition came to be, how 

this exhibition further dehumanized the Jewish population, and more importantly how the 

defamation and destruction seen in Nazi Germany relates to modern attempts at art destruction.  

Historical museums and memorials were dedicated to remembering one of the most 

vicious events in human history because it should never be repeated. Yet, we have come face to 

face with the Rwandan genocide, Rohingya genocide, Myanmar genocide, the Uyghur genocide, 

and more. I wanted to see if there was a pattern that can be noted within more current acts of 

genocide compared to the events of the Holocaust. Within the academic field, I had not seen 

information discussing the comparison between the various acts of cultural genocide currently 

taking place around the world in relation to acts of cultural destruction within the Holocaust. As 

such, I wanted to bring this to the academic field to contribute to the ever-growing research on 

genocide and cultural genocide. My interest in cultural genocide came later within the semester 

after doing some more research. Hence, my initial research changed slightly from focusing solely 

on the system of genocide in relation to the Holocaust and present-day violent events to applying 

the ideas of cultural genocide to the various themes within the thesis. With this change, I focused 

on acts of what would be seemed cultural genocide, like the destruction of religious areas or art 
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representing one’s cultural heritage. The two more current examples of these acts are seen in 

Afghanistan and China, which became the focus of my argument in the latter half of my thesis.  

Since learning about the “Degenerate Art” exhibition from my Honors 390 course, I dug 

into some more research and a name kept coming to my attention. Stephanie Barron wrote many 

articles and books identifying the art pieces within the exhibition, as well as discussing the 

historical context. From this point, I looked at her references for further research, as well as 

looking at other honors theses from different schools that also discussed various aspects of the 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition. There were three main theses, one from a previous Ball State 

honors student, in which I used to search for further sources on the subject of “degenerate art.” 

Each of these theses brought in a new focus on the “Degenerate Art” exhibition, but none related 

this history to modern-day genocidal events. Johnathan Petropoulos came up multiple times 

when researching modern art and the “Degenerate Art” exhibition. He wrote a few in-depth 

research books on modern art in Nazi Germany, which provided important insights into the 

historical context to the “Degenerate Art” exhibition as seen throughout the thesis.  

Due to the intensity of research on the Holocaust and World War II, there was a lot of 

information to pull from in the form of extensive research papers and books. However, for the 

other half of my thesis I am discussing acts of cultural genocide taking place in Afghanistan and 

China. These more modern events required more secondary resources, involving many news 

articles and reports. I used OneSearch from the Bracken Library website for a majority of my 

sources, but I also used Google to search up current event articles in relation to the Taliban and 

Uyghur genocide. There was a lot of information to filter and sort through, but as time went on, I 

began to use key terms such as “art destruction” or “cultural genocide” to acquire more specific 

source results.  
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The process of completing my thesis was extremely difficult. Any type of intensive 

research such as this takes time, dedication, and much preparation. In my situation, I was not 

expecting to write my thesis so soon. However, due to the surrounding effects of the Covid-19 

pandemic, I was pushed to graduate a semester earlier than planned, and as such my thesis 

timeline was moved up much earlier than expected. From my time researching, analyzing, and 

writing my thesis I learned quite a lot about myself. One of the main things I learned was that my 

physical and mental health needed to be attended to more closely than ever before. This is an 

extremely heavy topic to write about, and there were many times throughout the semester in 

which I had to take a break to gather myself mentally. Constantly reading about the atrocities 

currently happening and how thoroughly a government can destroy anything or anyone they 

deem different is horrifying to think about. Thus, learning to understand my limitations and 

taking the time to nurture my own health was vital to this thesis writing process. I also learned 

that I do not do well without strict deadlines, like many other students. Without a class regimen, I 

had to rely on my own self-discipline to finish sections of my thesis and I did not always make 

my own deadlines. My resolve and motivation went through a rollercoaster this semester, and 

this made it difficult to stay motivated to complete my writing near the end of the year.  

Outside of these two aspects I learned about myself, I also found out how much I was 

able to accomplish during such a difficult semester because of a supportive social network. 

Family and friends alike were the ones who pushed me forward and encouraged me to continue 

researching even when I felt as if I could do no more. I dealt with a multitude of physical health 

issues throughout this fall semester, all of which were unexpected, but made completing my 

schoolwork more burdensome. I had to rely on my support network to recover from my health 

problems, and without them, I would not have been able to accomplish all that I did. On top of 
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these health issues, passings within the family created even more strife during this process. 

Moreover, having a close-knit support network is vital for anyone whether one is completing a 

thesis such as myself, applying for a job, or more. Whatever challenges I face I face later in life, 

I now understand the importance of asking for a shoulder to lean on.  
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Introduction 

While the events of the Holocaust are progressively fading from collective human 

consciousness, the threat of future genocides has never vanished. Such brutal forms of human 

extermination during the Holocaust: mass murders in ravines and gas chambers, various acts of 

discrimination, imprisonment, and dehumanization have been widely researched and brought to 

the forefront. Although genocide is frequently linked to the historical events of World War II and 

the Holocaust, testimonies and research show that genocide and other humanitarian crises are 

occurring all around the world today. The Taliban occupation of Afghanistan in the late nineties 

to the current re-occupation in 2022 is one of many humanitarian crises around the world with 

the cost of destruction of non-Muslim art representations (Stein 2015). The demolition of 

mosques and the further attempt of the extermination of Uyghur culture in the People’s Republic 

of China continues to occur in present day (Roberts 2020). Death and violence surround these 

events.   

The purpose of this research is to comprehend and analyze the perspectives of modern art 

in Nazi Germany, and how the phenomenon of “degenerate” art came to be. Through researching 

how the attack on modern art was conducted, the paper will uncover how politics, propaganda, 

and art are entwined together. Further, this discussion of the execution and impacts of the 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition in comparison to various modern attempts at cultural heritage 

destruction is vital in understanding the system of genocide, especially cultural genocide.  

Genocide is defined as “as any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in 

whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group,” which include the following, 

“killing members of the group, causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group, 

deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 
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destruction in whole or in part, imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group, 

[and/or] forcibly transferring children of the group to another group” (United Nations 1948). 

Although the term genocide encompasses covers a large quantity of violent acts, there are 

separate terms for other serious crimes which include ethnic cleansing, mass killing, or crimes 

against humanity (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 2022). It is the focus on 

destroying aspects of one’s culture through extreme and violent means that many may not always 

think about when hearing the term genocide. However, recent research is beginning to dive into 

why specific aspects of a culture may be targeted, now referred to as cultural genocide. Cultural 

genocide is “the systematic destruction of traditions, values, language, and other elements that 

make one group of people distinct from another” (NOVIC 2016). Certain aspects of cultural 

genocide may bleed into general genocide, but both describe targeted destruction to specific 

groups of people. 

Culture encompasses all aspects of a group's identity, behaviors, and physical materials, 

all of which could be used as a target by offenders seeking to perpetrate genocide. Those who 

commit genocides have a clear goal in mind. That goal is to eliminate a group of people, not just 

by murder, but also through the destruction of their culture. Yet, the term culture means a variety 

of aspects, but one of the clearest anthropological definitions designates culture as a “shared and 

negotiated system of meaning informed by the knowledge that people learn and put into practice 

by interpreting experience and generating behavior” (Lassiter 2014, 38). If culture is learned and 

identifies a group of people, one of the main methods of attacking one’s culture is through the 

destruction of any representations of the group. Religious buildings such as a mosque or temple 

are representations of a group’s culture, language, and the expansive world of art is a physical 

representation as well. Art can be seen within the architectural structures of buildings, again like 
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religious areas, but it can also encompass music, writing, sculpting, and painting. Artists pull 

from their personal worldviews, previous experiences, and outside influences, all of which can 

be impacted by their culture. Therefore, artworks may vary so vastly around the world yet stay 

interconnected to one another as artists learn from those around them. Art symbolizes culture in a 

physical and creative form. If art is destroyed, an aspect of that artist’s culture is destroyed as 

well. As such, the artwork is one of the first areas to be targeted when genocide is being 

systematically conducted.  

One such prime example of the ways in which the destruction of certain works of art was 

incorporated into racism and further into genocide was seen through the actions of the National 

Socialist German Workers’ Party, also known as the Nazi Party. The mass murders of the 

European Jewish population, Roma and Sinti population, and the disabled population did not 

happen overnight, this was a morbidly well-executed system that begun after World War I. These 

groups were previously persecuted. Adolf Hitler, and the Nazi Party guided negative attitudes 

towards these groups through specific and censored media and propaganda. It should be noted 

that widespread negative attitudes towards the Jewish population did not create the Holocaust, 

rather these negative attitudes fostered an environment where tolerating an assault on certain 

individuals was legitimate (Bergen 2009). The Nazi Party used a variety of methods to create a 

culture of hatred and blame. One such method was the confiscation of modern art and further, the 

implementation of two opposing museum exhibitions implemented in Munich, Germany: Große 

Deutsche Kunstausstellung, “Great German Art” exhibition, and Entartete Kunst, generate Art” 

exhibition (Adam 1992). However, there was a third exhibition known as the Der ewige Jude, 

“The Eternal Jew” exhibition, which aligned well with Entartete Kunst because both displayed 

pieces of “degenerate” art. The main distinction is that at Der ewige Jude focused solely on 
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antisemitic propaganda to criminalize the Jewish population in the eyes of the public. The 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition displayed the artworks that Hitler wished to exterminate by first 

ridiculing and dehumanizing the artists’ work before the final destruction of these pieces. The 

“Great German Art” juxtaposed degenerate art by displaying specific pieces that upheld Nazi 

values through more realistic art pieces.  

The execution of these three museums garnered a lot of attention, and further created an 

outlook that made it acceptable to dehumanize and dismiss anything not deemed “pure Aryan.” 

The term Aryan originally referred to groups of people who spoke various similar languages seen 

in Europe and Asia, yet the Nazis radicalized the term to identify who did or did not belong in 

German society (Holocaust Encyclopedia 2020). The Nazis identified the Jews, Roma, and Sinti, 

along with people of color as “non-Aryan” while the ideal “pure-Aryan” was of European 

descent who had pale skin, blonde hair, and blue eyes (Holocaust Encyclopedia 2020; SAHO).  

It is unfortunate that the success of the Entartete Kunst exhibition within Nazi Germany 

is not the only example of an administration persecuting and dehumanizing artwork. The 

Taliban’s destruction of two of the largest standing Buddhist sculptures in 2001 in Afghanistan is 

yet another example of art destruction as means of religious persecution (Stein 2015). In addition 

to the destruction seen in Afghanistan, in more recent years the People’s Republic of China is 

demolishing Muslim religious sites, graveyards, and more under the guise of limiting potential 

“terrorist” threats from the Uyghur ethnic minority group (Fiskesjö 2021; Roberts 2020). The 

Chinese government is using hysteria and fear created in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks to 

forcefully control and cleanse the country of Muslim influence, and the destruction of cultural 

heritage artwork and sites is one method used (Roberts 2020). 
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  Throughout history, communities around the world nourish their own diverse cultural 

heritage by the preservation of related artworks. When artwork is destroyed, that historic cultural 

heritage is in danger of extinction. The destruction of artwork catalyzes mass persecution. The 

destruction and further dehumanization of modern art in Nazi Germany directly parallels to 

current events of art destruction seen in Afghanistan and China. An in-depth comparative 

analysis provides valuable insight in recognizing potential genocidal behaviors.  
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Background 

 In order to fully grasp the impacts that the “Degenerate Art” exhibit had within Germany, 

this section focuses on the historical background that led to the condemnation of modern art. 

Hitler and His Views on Art  

 Preceding to his rise as the future leader of Nazi Germany in 1933, Hitler showed great 

affinity within the arts, particularly sketching and painting. Born in 1889 in a border town known 

as Braunau am Inn in Austria, Hitler grew up within a typical middle-class household within 

Europe during the mid to late nineteenth century (Bergen 2009). He grew up with an ill-tempered 

father and a loving mother, with four older brothers, and in 1903 his father passed on while 

Hitler was still in his youth (Bergen 2009). By 1907, Hitler moved to Vienna to pursue his 

artistic passions at the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. He drew many architectural sketches and 

more realistic paintings, some copied from other published art pieces (Burns 2013; Roxan and 

Wanstall 1965; and Spotts 2003). However, Hitler’s affinity and vocation within art was short 

lived. Denied from the academy twice, due to his limited creativity, Hitler was forced to pursue 

other avenues (Frederic 2003, 5). The modern art movement began with the dawn of the 

industrial revolution in the mid-nineteenth century ("What is Modern Art?”). By the time Hitler 

came to Vienna in the early twentieth century, the modern art movement was dominating the art 

scene. Hitler’s more realistic artistic expressions opposed the interpretive and wild creativity that 

encompassed the movement. The popularity of modern art compared to realism paired with his 

academy rejection led to Hitler resenting the movement (Burns 2013). Within those first few 

years living in Vienna following his rejection, Hitler slept in men’s shelters and sold cards in 

which he painted local scenes to make ends meet (Bergen 2009). His family’s money ended up 
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being his main form of support later, and he was able to live more comfortably for a time 

(Bergen 2009).  

 The time that Hitler spent in Vienna was a crucial point in the formation of his 

worldview, one that would later change the world forever. A key political figure that Hitler came 

to admire was the mayor of Vienna during the time in which he lived there. Karl Lueger was 

mayor of Vienna from 1895 to 1910, and he also happened to be a member of the antisemitic 

Christian Social Party (Bergen 2009, 32). During this time, Hitler became interested in Pan-

Germanism and Social Darwinism, both of which would highly influence his notion of race and 

space that justified the mass murder of millions (Bergen 2009). In 1913, Hitler left Vienna for 

Munich, and by 1914 he was drafted into the military when World War I began (Bergen 2009). 

When the war ended, and many lives were lost Hitler turned to the Jews for blame. Although 

many Jewish individuals fought in the war alongside Hitler, he “converted” to antisemitism when 

the dust settled (Bergen 2009, 33).  

 Hitler’s time spent in Vienna and Munich, combined with the events of World War I, 

shaped his worldview and further influenced the Nazi ideology surrounding the notion of “race 

and space” (Bergen 2009; Weikart 2013). This ideology of racism, anti-Semitism, and Social 

Darwinism further explains “race and space”. It stems from Charles Darwin’s research On the 

Origins of Species, which discusses his theory of natural selection within evolution (Erickson 

and Murphy 2017). Further, Social Darwinism applies the theory of natural selection to 

individuals or groups of people (Erickson and Murphy 2017). This theory perpetuated scientific 

racism throughout the world, and Hitler used these theories to implement the future Nazi 

ideology. When thinking of race within the Third Reich, the term “Aryan” comes to mind. This 

term originally refers to a group of supposedly lighter-skinned and taller individuals within India 
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that Hitler theorized came to Europe to continue to be the bearers of cultural integrity and racial 

superiority (Bergen 2009). Race is a social construct differentiating “groups of people based on 

observable physical traits” that continues to be perpetuated through scientific racism, one 

example being the concept of eugenics in Nazi Germany (Grodin et al. 2018; Lassiter 2014).  

Furthermore, the Aryan race was socially constructed, and re-invented by Hitler to serve as a 

distinction between “pure Germans” versus everyone else.  

Hitler further implemented racist ideology within his belief “that humanity was engaged 

in a gigantic struggle between ‘races,’ or communities of ‘blood’” (Bergen 2009, 36). More 

specifically, this competition between races was laced with a physical space. “Any race that was 

not expanding, he [Hitler] believed, was doomed to disappear. Without living space—land to 

produce food and raise new generations of soldiers and mothers—a race could not grow” 

(Bergen 2009, 36). The belief that the Aryan race was superior to all others, and that if pure 

Germans did not fight for their superior cultural heritage and land, they would die out instilled a 

sense of urgency and panic in the public. These ideas further created a culture of mass 

persecution of anyone deemed non-Aryan or too weak to partake in providing for children. It 

also led to the idea that Aryan culture was superior to all, and the discrimination and overall 

destruction of Jewish culture (among others) was vital to the survival of the supposedly superior 

Aryan race. The connection between race, culture, art, and propaganda became intertwined at 

this point. 

In his 1925 autobiographical manifest, Mein Kampf, Hitler linked the political collapse of 

the German government with the cultural collapse the preceded it, and he further insinuated that 

there was a close association between the National Socialism’s “year of struggle” and the rebirth 

of authentic German art (Michaud and Lloyd 2004, 13). Furthermore, Hitler considered three 
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bases for authority: popularity, power, and tradition—historic German art playing a key role in 

the latter (Michaud and Lloyd 2004). Art of the past was then deemed the ultimate form of art, 

and modern art went against German tradition. As Germany’s leader, Hitler’s goal was to 

restore, “not only the signs of the Reich’s sovereignty but also its authority. Rendering it 

unshakeable by founding it on the supreme authority of artistic tradition” (Michaud and Lloyd 

2004, 15).  

Shortly prior to the total confiscation of modern art within German borders in 1937, 

Hitler abstained from implementing his personal dislike for modern art into state policy 

(Petropoulos 2014). Several theories surfaced in response to the question as to why there were 

pockets of modern art tolerance all through Nazi-occupied areas, the main theory was that Hitler 

was slightly more lenient with artists that he enjoyed (Petropoulos 2014). One example was 

Maria Almas Dietrich, who sold more confiscated works of art to foreign buyers than any other 

within her cohort despite having a Jewish father (Petropoulos 2014). The campaign against 

modern art may have only begun in 1937, but Hitler’s distaste for the art form came long before 

this time.  

The Power of Propaganda in Nazi Germany 

 Prior to the Nazis gaining tremendous popularity in the early 1930s, Hitler appointed 

Joseph Goebbels as the Minister for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda for the Nazi political 

campaign (Bergen 2009). The Nazi Party was already gaining popularity, but with the right 

propaganda tactics, Goebbels organized successful Nazi Party rallies that significantly boosted 

Aryan morale which led to the Nazi’s successful elections later (Bergen 2009). Creating the most 

convincing propaganda was an art form, and Goebbels was its master. As seen by the wild 
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popularity following the elections, Goebbels stayed within his position to propel Hitler’s control 

over the German public to greater heights.  

Shortly after his appointment to Chancellor in 1933, one of the first declarations Hitler 

made was: “In relation to the political decontamination of our public life, the government will 

embark upon a systematic campaign to restore the nation’s moral and material health. The whole 

educational system, theatre, film, literature, the press, and broadcasting—all these will be used to 

this end. They will be harnessed to help preserve the eternal values which are part of the integral 

nature of our people” (Hitler 1933). The day after the Reichstag fire on February 28th, 1933, 

Hitler implemented an emergency decree to place restrictions on individual liberty, including 

freedom of opinion and freedom of press (Welch 1993). With this vast gain of power, Hitler 

believed that the Nazi Party’s need for propaganda would decline, but Goebbels disagreed with 

this notion because he believed that showing consistency to the revolutionary aims associated 

with the National Socialist movement was vital (Welch 1993). Within one of Goebbels first 

major speeches he declared,  

“If we look at the work that lies behind us and at the unparalleled successes we have 

achieved in the past weeks, we must attribute this mainly to the fact that as a young 

revolutionary movement we gained a virtuoso mastery of all the means of modern mass 

influence, and that, rather than directing propaganda from baize tables, we, as true 

leaders, have come from the people and have never lost intimate contact with the people. 

I think that one of the most important advantages of the new Government propaganda 

consist in the fact that the activity of the men who have hitherto been responsible for 

National Socialist propaganda can now made to bear fruit for the new sate… A 

government that wishes to conduct propaganda must gather round it the most able brains 
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in mass public influence and resort to the most modern methods to achieve this mass 

influence” (Welch 1986; Welch 1993).  

The irony of his speech was the bias that the new government had towards the Aryan race, yet 

that was the precise tactic that allowed most of the public to trust in what the government was 

saying. 

 Hitler’s Mein Kampf, or “My Struggle” in English, became the Third Reich’s propaganda 

campaign depicting a man in his early years destined for greatness (Bergen 2009). This book 

became a central power in persuading the masses to blame the Jewish population for all their 

troubles, and that racial purity was key for the survival of Germany. Furthermore, Mein Kampf 

states, “The art of propaganda lies in understanding the emotional ideas of the great masses and 

finding, through a psychologically correct form, the way to the attention and thence to the heart 

of the broad masses” (Hitler 1925). Goebbels and Hitler worked together to foster hatred and 

blame for the Jewish population in all manner of ways. The manipulation of youth was vital in 

ensuring future Nazi support. A Nazi minister of education, Bernhard Rust, declared in 1935 that 

all teachers should “respond to the desire of the Fuhrer” by convincing students and peers “of the 

importance and need for pure blood” (Goebbels 1939). The education system was a tool for 

propaganda, and the Nazi Party used this method for their benefit.  

The cultural policies that the Nazi regime had implemented in Thuringia during 1930 

foreshadowed what was yet to come in 1937. Wilhelm Frick, a Nazi Party member, was elected 

in 1929 by the state to be a representative to the Reichstag and was further named as Minister of 

the interior for Thuringia (Barron 1991). On April 5, 1930, Frick used provocative language 

within a speech to dehumanize and make openly racist remarks regarding people of color within 

the decree “Against Negro Culture—For Our German Heritage” (Brenner 1963, 169; Zuschlag 
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1995, 35). This decree was in relation to the growing popularity of jazz, a form of music created 

by black people, Figure 1 (seen in Appendix 1: Visuals) depicts one poster example of Nazi 

propaganda defaming jazz. It was a form of propaganda meant to spread hate against modern 

forms of art amongst the German people. The implication is that traditional German music was 

much more pleasant to the ear and not as provocative as new forms of modern music. More than 

this, Frick appointed Paul Schultz-Naumburg within the state department after dismissing its 

original members (Barron 1991). Schultz-Naumburg was a prominent racial theorist that 

published a book in 1928 titled Kunst und Rasse (Art and Race), which would be extremely 

influential within the Nazi’s attack against modernism later (Barron 1991). Although the Third 

Reich did not rise to power until 1933, these calculated decrees from the political party planted 

seeds of disdain that came into fruition under Hitler’s reign. 

Goebbels continued to plant the seeds of resentment and rejection towards modern art in 

1933 with the publication of a five-point manifesto within the Deutscher Kunstbericht—German 

art report (Barron 1991). The content within this manifesto laid the groundwork for the 1937 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition. The 1933 manifesto was created by artists outside the mainstream 

of the modern art movement, many of whom were resentful towards the movement for pushing 

them aside (Barron 1991). The five principles within this manifesto were as follows: (1) all 

works of a cosmopolitan or Bolshevist nature should be removed from German museums and 

collections, but first they should be exhibited to the public, who should be informed of the details 

of their acquisition, and then burned; (2) all museum directors who “wasted” public monies by 

purchasing “un-German” art should be fired immediately; (3) no artist with Marxist or 

Bolshevist connections should be mentioned henceforth; (4) no boxlike buildings should be built 

[an assault on Bauhaus architecture]; (5) all public sculptures not “approved” by the German 
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public should be immediately removed (Barron 1991, 13). This manifesto made a clear statement 

to Germany and the art world, that non-traditional forms of art were not approved by the Third 

Reich. Although Hitler would not become directly involved with the discrimination and 

destruction of modern art and artists until much later, his inner circle represented what was to 

come of modern art.  

 Furthermore, the limitation of freedom of opinions and press combined with consistent 

propaganda fostered negative outlooks on any behavior, culture, and overall group not deemed 

“pure” German. Through calculated speeches, racist and anti-Semitic posters, and the 

condemnation of modern art, the Third Reich successfully dehumanized Jews, Roma and Sinti 

populations. Propaganda, if properly implemented, can be a powerful tool to persuade the 

masses. Goebbels and Hitler were master manipulators. The eventual creation of the “Degenerate 

Art” exhibition is further proof of how the Third Reich skillfully utilized propaganda in Germany 

under Nazi occupation.  

Germany’s Modern Art Debate  

Prior to their rise to power in Germany, the National Socialist Kulturpolitik (cultural 

policy) was an important aspect of German life. And yet, the Nazi Party was the first group to 

systematically organize every aspect of cultural life for the entire nation (Welch 1993). Culture is 

a complex topic, and there are intersecting aspects that impact German individuals in a variety of 

ways. Yet, the Third Reich made it abundantly clear what was the correct or superior culture and 

made the effort to implement these aspects into the public. The Reich Chamber of Culture was 

formed in September 1933, with Goebbels organizing various branches of cultural professions 

and arts as “public corporations” (Welch 1993, 26). Through this micromanagement of all 

aspects of German culture, art became a paramount concern and, “an important element of their 
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totalitarian system” (Petropoulos 2000, 5). Germany first began to see an increase in modern art, 

literature, film, and music that would later be labeled as “degenerate” during the first two 

decades of the century (Barron 1991, 11). Modern art movements emerged within Germany 

during this time such as Die Brücke, The Bridge, and Blaue Reiter, The Blue Rider (Barron 

1991, 11). The artistic responses to World War I would later become known as the first phase 

within the German Expressionism (Barron 1991). A common term used to describe these various 

forms of modern art is with the term avant-garde that derives from the French for vanguard 

which means “ahead of one’s contemporaries—experimental, innovative, and revolutionary” 

(Dempsy 2018).  Avant-garde art spread throughout Germany despite the backlash it faced, after 

World War I and as the National Socialists came into power. There were artists within the 

modern art movement who also followed Nazi Party ideologies—Emil Nolde, Otto Andreas 

Schreiber, and Hans Weidemann to name a few (Petropoulos 2014). At the beginning of the 

Third Reich’s reign in government, there was a pro-modern art exhibition, one depicting 

Expressionist art, held in the summer of 1933 known as “Thirty German Artists” (Petropoulos 

2014, 15). As previously discussed, Hitler expressed some leniency towards cultural policies 

regarding art even though he did not care for avant-garde themes. This allowed small areas of 

modern art to grow, while also cultivating a tense environment all throughout the German art 

world. e NSD-Studentenbund branch, formed in 1926 under Nazi leadership, and led by Berlin 

University students, took a rather public pro-modernism stance after the events in Thuringia 

occurred in 1930, arguing against the limitations put on Expressionist art (Petropoulos 2014). 

Although these students still held the core values and virtues of Nazism, they became rather 

open-minded to the art community—which Hitler relatively tolerated up until 1937. 
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 “The avant-garde artist was equated to the insane, who in turn was synonymous with the 

Jew: the nineteenth-century founders of German psychiatry felt that the Jew was inherently 

degenerate and more susceptible than the non-Jew to insanity” (Barron 1991, 11). Hitler took this 

theory even further to assert that Jews stole ideas from other cultures and created imitations of art 

rather than creating their own (Baynes 1942). This distinct association that Hitler created 

between Judaism and modern art led to antisemitic perceptions heavily influencing how modern 

art would later become depicted. While modern art was related to degeneracy and more negative 

associations, Aryan art was a shining example of “purity of race and Germanic virtue” (Adam 

1992, 138). Aryan art was considered the superior form of cultural expression, with aspects of 

realism and tradition entwined onto a canvas. 

Hitler deemed the modern art movement to be a threat to the superior traditional forms of 

German art. The belief that Aryan culture was the backbone and leader in beauty while Jewish 

forms of art were destructive further produced the implication that modern art was destructive 

too (Grosshans 1983). While support of avant-garde activities grew post World War I, there was 

also a wave of opposition occurring in Germany, contributing to the tension discussed 

previously. The founding of the Deutsche Kunstgesellschaft (German Art Association) in the 

1920s had the main goal of promoting “pure” German art and defaming corrupt modern art 

(Barron 1991, 11). The idea behind groups such as these was the immense need to preserve 

Aryan culture and eliminate any other cultural threats. Survival of the races through Social 

Darwinism and eugenics ideology played into this survival of the superior culture, and further 

justified the condemnation of modern art.  

The regions and subtle indications of tolerance that the Nazi Party allowed led to high 

tensions between those who outwardly rejected modern art and those who secretly approved of 
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it. American historian and writer Elaine Hochman even indicated that “[t]he absence of any 

apparent logic in the Nazi actions kept many people off their guard. Some cities were left free to 

pursue their normal cultural activities, while others were subjected to extensive police 

harassment” (Hochman 1989, 79). Tension was building in Germany well before the creation of 

the “Degenerate Art” exhibition in 1937, this exhibition was the result of a fight over 

modernism.  

War and the Stages of Genocide in Nazi Germany 

  Soon after the Third Reich assumed power in Germany, its officials began establishing 

the conditions to persecute the Jewish population. For racism, anti-Semitism, and other similar 

ideologies to grow, Germans accepted the identification of their fellow neighbors and friends as 

enemies of the state (Bergen 2009). There were long standing prejudices against the Roma and 

Sinti, Jews, and disabled people in Europe, and through precise propaganda, Hitler created a 

narrative in which these people were criminals and degenerates (Bergen 2009). Furthermore, 

Hitler argued for their complete extinction due to these degeneracies. 

 The introduction to discussions about sterilization and mass murder stemmed from 

eugenics, a study that was introduced to the world during the early twentieth century. Eugenics 

may have begun within the scientific realm, but it has since been discredited due to its 

unscientific and racist remarks. However, this form of scientific racism flourished under Hitler’s 

reign, and it was through these theories that the Third Reich argued for a German cleansing. 

Rassenhygiene (Racial Hygiene) was the German interpretation of eugenics, and Nazi doctors 

used this ideology to justify sterilization and overall genocide for the betterment of public health 

(Grodin et al. 2018; Proctor 1988). By 1933, more than half of the German medical profession 

followed the Nazi Party and contributed to the mass murder and sterilization of Jews, Sinti, 
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Roma, and the disabled (Kater 2000; Proctor 1988). The inspiration behind the involvement of 

both politicians and physicians in decreasing the number of people deemed hereditarily weak 

came from the United States eugenics programs with the African American population (Whitman 

2017). The overall euthanasia project implemented within Nazi Germany combined both 

eugenics and Social Darwinism, arguing that the burden was too much to bear in caring for 

“lesser” individuals (Grodin et al. 2018).  

Historical antisemitism, eugenics, racism, and even the cheapening of human life in the 

aftermath of World War I were preconditions that produced the Nazi era (Bergen 2009). The 

racist and degrading posters, consistent governmental speeches discrediting the character of the 

Jewish population, and the “Degenerate Art” exhibition all contributed to the system of 

genocide. A genocide does not occur out of thin air, there are patterns and systems put in place 

before hand to make it happen. There was a large discussion about what the system and stages of 

genocide are, and many researchers resolved to describe genocide within 10 stages. The mind 

behind the creation of these stages is Dr. Gregory H. Stanton, a university professor, the founder 

of the Genocide Watch, and previous Vice President of the International Association of 

Genocide Scholars (The Genocide Education Project 2021). The ten stages are as follows: 

1. Classification – Creating an “us versus them” mentality between an identified group. The 

focus group comes from a specific ethnicity, race, religion, or nationality (Stanton 2013). 

Within Nazi Germany, it was the Jewish, disabled, and the Roma and Sinti populations, 

while in more current times the Uyghurs from central China are the classified group.  

2. Symbolization – Giving names or symbols that represent the specific group. An example 

during the Holocaust was forcing the Jewish population to wear the star of David on all 

clothes. 



   
 

23 
 

3. Discrimination – The dominant group uses their power to deny the rights of other groups 

based on political power. 

4. Dehumanization – The now diminished value of the discriminated group is further 

communicated to the public through mass propaganda, often relating the group to 

animals, criminals, or worse.  

5. Organization – A state’s army or militia creates genocidal murder plans for the specific 

group. 

6. Polarization – Further propaganda is conducted to increase the perceived differences 

between the dominant group and the oppressed group while also prohibiting any 

interactions between the two.  

7. Preparation – With the victims now identified, separated, and often forced to wear 

symbols for identification, these individuals are put through isolation, forcible starvation, 

and deportation. In addition to this, death lists are generated. 

8. Persecution – The victims are identified, separated, with death lists drawn up. Some 

instances of state sponsored genocide are forcing individuals to wear identifying symbols. 

The victims have their property confiscated. Many times, the groups are physically 

separated into ghettos and/or deported to concentration camps or restricted to a famine-

struck region and starved.  

9. Extermination – The mass killing begins where it is now legally called “genocide.” The 

term extermination is used because the perpetrators often do not see the victims as human 

beings, rather akin to vermin.  

10. Denial –This is the stage following the events of the genocide, in which the perpetrators 

hide the evidence of what was conducted. By burning bodies, intimidating witnesses, 
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denying any crimes, while often blaming the victims for what happened, the perpetrators 

will do everything in their power to hide evidence. This is a large indicator that further 

genocidal massacres may be evident.  

The aforementioned stages and descriptions come from The Genocide Education Project 2021. 

Some of these stages overlap with others, but the system is clear cut. Relating these stages back 

to the events of the “Degenerate Art” exhibition, which can be classified within the 

discrimination and dehumanization stages of genocide.  

More than this, “[w]ar provided killers with both a cover, and an excuse for murder; in 

wartime, killing was normalized, and extreme, even genocidal measures could be justified with 

familiar arguments about the need to defend the homeland. Without the war, the Holocaust 

would not—and could not—have happened” (Bergen 2009, vii). Although mass murder began 

well before Hitler invaded Poland, starting World War II, it is crucial to understand how these 

preconditions set Germany up for the Holocaust. The “Degenerate Art” exhibition played an 

important role in dehumanizing artists whose creative thought-provoking art went beyond the 

mainstream and challenged the boundaries of the artistic norm. The Nazis thus further 

criminalized the Jewish, people of color, and even disabled people in a new way, through the 

confiscation of any art created or representing these communities. The confiscation and further 

destruction of avant-garde art contributed to the destruction of not only Jewish culture, but 

modern culture overall. Any new or different artwork not following more traditional paths of 

creativity was in danger of being confiscated under Nazi rule.  
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Nazi Germany’s War on Modern Art 

 There are multiple factors and conditions that relate to the war of modern art, and with 

the comprehensive background, the discussion moving forward will explore the attack on the 

modernism movement in Nazi Germany.  

Mass Confiscation  

 Before the creation of the “Degenerate Art” exhibition, the Third Reich confiscated 

over 16,000 works of art from German museums (Wasensteiner 2019). The extraordinary 

amount of art collected by the Nazis had no precedent except for Napoleon Bonaparte’s art 

collection (Petropoulos 2000). Furthermore, the mystery surrounding Nazis’ confiscation of 

numerous art and other artifacts from museums inspired the Hollywood movie industry to 

explore its stories in such films as Monuments Men, Indiana Jones, and Red Notice. Films such 

as these are some of the many depictions interpreting what happened to the artwork stolen by the 

Nazi regime, pulling from the mystery of the unknown. Out of the 16,000 works of art stolen, 

many of the pieces never returned, and were lost to history, and entertainment companies like 

Hollywood have taken advantage of the untold secrets from the German art mass confiscation.  

The large quantity of stolen art begs the question of how the Third Reich collected so 

much artwork in such a short span of time. Assistance from figures within the art world were 

needed to make this confiscation possible, otherwise the Nazi Party could not have dominated 

over the art sphere so thoroughly (Petropoulos 2000). These figures included German art 

curators, art dealers, and art critics. Art museum curators and art dealers mainly handled the 

removal of modern art pieces from various German museums within the mass confiscation 

process. The other aspect of this system were the art critics, and these critics held an 

immeasurable amount of power in determining what was considered modern art and how the 
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public viewed modern art. By November of 1936, all art critics and journalists had to obtain 

certification from the Propaganda Ministry to publish any critiques within the art world, and all 

the critics had to become members of the Visual Arts faction within the Reich Chamber of 

Culture (Petropoulos 2000). These requirements ensured that the Third Reich could control all 

perceptions of various forms of art to line with the party’s values. In doing so, German art 

critiques were extremely biased and had the clear intention of identifying and further degrading 

modern art pieces. Once the identification had been made, the art was then confiscated by art 

curators or art dealers and shipped to various storage locations.  

With thousands of art pieces in the hands of the Nazi regime, it begged the question of 

what the Nazis should do with all the confiscated artworks. From these storage facilities the art 

pieces were inspected, as seen in Figure 2, before final judgment on where they went. Some 

suggested burning the art, and on March 20th, 1939, 1,004 paintings and 3,825 watercolor 

drawings and other graphic art were ironically burned in the courtyard of a fire station in Berlin 

(Adam 1992). Even with this mass burning event, thousands more still had to be dealt with. A 

man from the “Degenerate Art” commission, Dr. Franz Hofmann, suggested to sell these works, 

and Hitler agreed to this due to the wealth of income that the government could utilize (Adam 

1992). The Nazi Party benefitted from the persecution of others on many levels and creating an 

income through stolen art was one of them.  

 Emil Nolde, although a Nazi supporter, still had his modern works confiscated (Figures 3 

and 4), with 1,052 works taken by the state, which happened to be more than any other one artist 

(Petropoulos 2014). Trailing close behind Nolde, there were artists not in support of the Third 

Reich who had many works confiscated as well. Ernst Ludwig Kirchner has 639 works (Figures 

3 and 5) and Erich Heckel had 729 works confiscated during this process (Petropoulos 2014). 
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Hence, many works from various artists were confiscated during this process, but only a few of 

these pieces would be seen by the public again. Many of the artworks were stored within a 

warehouse on Köpenicker Strasse in Berlin, some of which were eventually sold to foreign 

buyers while others were destroyed (Barron 1991). Outside of these two fates, there was a third 

outcome for a very small fraction of confiscated art, and that outcome was displaying artwork in 

a derogatory way in the “Degenerate Art” exhibition for all to see. The actions that the Third 

Reich conducted within the art world provide a clear example of extreme censorship. Removing 

mass amounts of specific artwork associated with Jewish culture and “degeneracy” is an action 

towards cultural genocide. Not only did the Nazis successfully confiscate one of the largest 

collections of art in history, but the Nazis also eradicated any supporting opinions in favor of 

modern art through the “Degenerate Art” exhibition. 

Entartete Kunst Exhibition in Munich, Germany (1937) 

On June 30th, 1937, Goebbels decreed that a five-person commission along with Ziegler 

would go to all major German museums to commandeer “degenerate” art for an exhibition that 

would open in Munich, Germany (Barron 1991). Further, this commission specifically consisted 

of individuals who critiqued modern art, from Count Klaus von Baudissink, Wolfgang Willrich, 

Hans Schweitzer, Robert Scholz, and Walter Hansen (Barron 1991). Each of these individuals 

has some connection to the art world, and as such were the chosen pioneers to confiscate 

seemingly offensive artwork that did not uphold German traditional values. After much 

deliberation within the commission and mass confiscation of artworks from around the country, 

the infamous “Degenerate Art” exhibition was open to the public in Munich Germany on July 

19th, 1937, roughly two and a half weeks after Goebbels decree. An accompanying exhibition 

guide was provided to the public that provided more details about the “degenerate” art (Figure 
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6). Although there was some support for modern art in various areas around Germany, this 

exhibition publicly defamed modern art on behalf of the National Socialist Party. The “Great 

German Art” Exhibition opened the previous day and was housed across the park from the 

“Degenerate Art” exhibition (Barron 1991).  

The exact total number of artworks put on display is still disputed due to the inconsistent 

and missing inventory forms. There is only one mostly complete inventory form today, yet even 

this inventory form is missing one page, and many of the artworks written have mislabeled titles 

(Schuhmacher 2021). As a result, the estimate of artwork put on display out of the thousands of 

pieces confiscated is between 650 and 700 pieces from approximately 112 artists (Barron 1991; 

“BRIA” 2021). Religion, Jewish artists, and the vilification of women (Figure 5) were the 

themes within the first three rooms respectively, while the remaining six compiled all anti-

National Socialist ideas (Barron 1991). Art promoting liberalism, diversity, non-traditional 

creativity were all aspects that were displayed through art in these final exhibits. Some of the 

artists displayed within the exhibition were Emil Nolde, Max Pechstein, Ernst Barlach, and more 

(Adam 1992). The underlying connotation depicted from highlighting artwork promoting diverse 

creativity indicated to the public that diversity within the art world should be shunned.   

The installation of the art on display was erratic and hung in purposefully offensive ways, 

such as hung sideways, partially due to the attempt to defame the art, and partially because the 

exhibit was set up in so little time (Adam 1992; Barron 1991). There were offensive titles for the 

art displayed, and even criticisms of the art written on the surrounding walls as seen in Figures 3 

and 4 (Adam 1992). More than this, under many of the works, the price of how much money the 

museums paid to acquire art was written directly on the wall (Barron 1991). This tactic was 

meant to enrage the public in how much German museums were spending taxpayer dollars on 
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seemingly meaningless and offensive artwork (“BRIA” 2021). Some of the paintings had frames 

removed, and criticisms of the art made by Hitler, museum curators, and others were written 

directly on the walls to further defame the artwork displayed. 

The Munich exhibition concluded on November 30th, 1937, however it traveled to 12 

other cities (Barron 1991). One other primary exhibition area was in Vienna, Austria, where it 

was displayed for the public eye from May 7th to June 18th in 1939 (Petropoulos 2014). The 

implementation of the exhibition in the very city where Hitler began to form his worldview and 

was rejected from art school is interesting. Hitler was rejected from art school twice in Vienna 

due solely realistic art pieces that lacked imagination. After this rejection he was able to come 

back to implement his own version of great art in the very same city that rejected it.  

The tour of the Entartete Kunst exhibition ended in 1941 after the 13-cities-tour between 

Germany and Austria, amassing nearly three million individuals in attendance (Barron 1991). 

With a majority of German individuals believing avant-garde art was elitist and difficult to 

comprehend, outside a few pockets of avant-garde enthusiasts in Germany, the Entartete Kunst 

exhibition appealed to their preconceived notions (Barron 1991). Anyone who did not have 

strong opinions on modern art, once visiting the exhibition it was clear how one should view it. 

The harsh slogans and offensive language reinforced the concept that avant-garde art should be 

looked down upon (Barron 1991). Through offensive slander, the audience associated hateful 

remarks to the artwork, and even to the Jewish community. Destroying all these art pieces could 

not have the same effect as openly defaming them. The exhibition sends a message to the 

visitors, but it also sends a clear message to the artists in the avant-garde movement (Barron 

1991). Avant-garde art was no longer tolerated in Germany, and the artists now knew that the 

government was willing to do whatever it took to continue the destruction of modern art. 
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Moreover, the campaign to defame modern art as anti-German was a success with the popularity 

of the exhibition.  

The introduction of the Der ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew) exhibition in Munich, 

Germany, depicted in Figure 7, a little over three months past the opening of the Entartete Kunst 

exhibition in early November also contributed to anti-Semitism during the prewar period 

(Lisciotto 2008). This exhibit correlated well with the Entartete Kunst exhibition because both 

displayed what the Nazis deemed “degenerate” art. The Der ewige Jude exhibition was the 

largest antisemitic event of that current time and focused solely on the narrative that Jewish 

people are vermin trying to dominate Germany in corrupt ways as seen in Figure 8 (Lisciotto 

2008). Like the Entartete Kunst exhibition, the Der ewige Jude exhibit created a divide between 

two established groups of people as defined by the Nazi government, the “pure” Aryan race 

versus anyone else through the placement of photographs and other images for the public to 

peruse. The usage of photographs to highlight typical “Jewish” physical attributes within 

political figures and even film stars, like Charlie Chaplin, distinctly distinguished the group of 

people that the public should hate. This in itself speaks to the power of propaganda. Modern art 

was forcefully confiscated from many museums within Germany, and some displayed in an 

offensive matter, the general public could not be exposed to positive sentiments in relation to 

modern art. On top of that, there were correlating exhibitions opening in 1937 to help reinforce 

the notion of what culture should be celebrated, and what should not. With negative sentiments 

on modern art enforced by the reigning government and little opposition to the matter, it was 

only a matter of time before similar sentiments toward modern art would be shared by the public.  
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The 1937 German Exhibition in Munich, Germany Juxtaposing Degenerate Art  

Displayed only one day before the “Degenerate Art” exhibition in Munich, Germany, the 

“Great German Art” exhibition was the opposite of its exhibit counterpart, in essence, it was 

promoting the traditional German values supported by the National Socialists. This exhibit ran 

even longer than the “Degenerate Art” exhibit, running from 1937 all the way until 1944 

(Bruckmann and Kunst). The two main aims of this exhibition as stated by Hitler were to (1) 

provide a platform for the “honest” German artists and (2) to provide the German public the 

chance to see the “superior” art form and have the possibility to purchase it (Adam 1992, 94). 

This museum was to be the example for all German museums on what should be displayed, 

German art made by Germans for Germans, with no external influence to be had (Eberlein 1934; 

Landgraf 1934). This emphasis on pure German art meant that there should be no external 

stylistic influences reflected within the art. Rather than having artistic ideas coming from 

creative powerhouses like France, this revitalizing of more traditional German art would in turn 

influence other artists from different areas, showing that German culture is influential (Wendland 

1933). All the art displayed within this exhibit was Nazi-approved (Figure 9). Initially, 582 

works were selected, some older pieces, while others were newer (Petropoulos 2014). 

Furthermore, competitions were held for lesser-known artists who wished to raise their artwork 

to a more popular public platform (Schlenker 2007). Among the featured themes were politics, 

artwork depicting World War I, Greek and Roman-inspired sculptures, many landscape 

paintings, and images depicting peasant life as shown in Figure 10 (Potter 2016). Some titles 

from the art from this exhibition were "Blood and Soil," "Race and Nation," and "Pictures of 

Family” (“BRIA” 2021). These titles served as evidence of the reinforcement of race and space 
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ideology, further emphasizing racist notions that the “pure” German race needs to fight for 

survival and part of this fight was the expansion of German land.  

The main difference between what was promoted as “pure” art and what was 

“degenerate” art was the fact that true German art imposed traditional values and did not leave 

room for creative expression outside of realistic images. Further, this “pure” artwork had a more 

realistic depiction of the world, yet the Nazis did not claim this traditional German art as a part 

of realism (Adam 1992, 138). This artform was a depiction of “restful composition, symmetrical 

design, and frozen gestures of many paintings were supposed to evoke feelings of unchanging 

universal truth” as seen in Figure 11 (Adam 1992, 138). That universal truth was that the Aryan 

race was the pure German race, and that focusing on these traditional values was essential to the 

survival of the race. The stark contrast between the two exhibits in Munich during the summer of 

1937 create a clear understanding of what should be culturally accepted in Germany. This exhibit 

was just an emphasis on what German art should strive for.  
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Current Attempts of Art Destruction in China and Afghanistan 

With the context behind the impact of the defamation of avant-garde art, this next section 

continues this discussion into the modern context. Art destruction as an attack on specific 

minority groups continues to happen to this day, so how do these modern events compare to that 

of historical events from Nazi Germany? 

A Center of Culture – Art Eradication in Afghanistan  

As the crossroads of cultural exchange throughout history, Afghanistan has a complex 

variety of archaeological, artistic, and architectural artifacts (Stein 2015). Nestled within the 

Middle East and bordering Central Asian countries, Afghanistan has a rich past of cultural 

exposure because it served as a highway for migrants, conquerors, and diffusion of religion 

(Rowland and Rice 1971).  

As a nation that has roughly 99.7% of the religious population following Islam, religion 

plays a large role in the cultural heritage and daily lives of individuals who reside in Afghanistan 

(“Afghan Culture”). Religion influences many facets of an individual’s life in Afghanistan, from 

the educational system emphasizing the pedagogy of spoken and written Arabic, to strict Islamic 

dress codes, and dietary rules, to name a few. (“Afghan Culture”; HPCR Central Asia 2001). 

Moreover, religion is integrated within the political atmosphere in Afghanistan with the updated 

Constitution clearly stating, “no law shall contravene the tenets and provisions of the holy 

religion of Islam in Afghanistan” (“Afghanistan’s Constitution” 2004). Today, the current the 

official state religion of Afghanistan is Islam, but other faiths may be exercised within the limits 

of the law (“Report on Religious Freedom” 2019). In Afghanistan there are two main variations 

of Islam followed, Sunni and Shi’a, and ethnicity is typically determined in correlation to which 

faction of Islam an individual follows (“Afghan Culture”).  
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As of the 2010 U.S. Census report, the largest ethnic group within Afghanistan is the 

Pashtun at 42 percent, while Tajiks are the second largest ethnic group at 27 percent (Lamer and 

Foster 2011). The Hazaras follow at 9 percent, Uzbeks also at 9 percent, Aimaq at 4 percent, 

Turkmen at 3 percent, Baluch with 2 percent, and other various groups making up the remaining 

4 percent of the population (Lamer and Foster 2011). Majority of Pashtuns, Tajiks and Uzbeks 

are Sunni, while Hazaras account for the largest Shi’a population in Afghanistan (“Afghan 

Culture”). The Pashtun ethnic group dominates Afghanistan’s political atmosphere, with most 

Pashtuns identifying as Sunni within Islam, while the smaller group who identify with Shi’a 

within the Pashtun Turi tribe (“World Directory of Minorities” 2021).  

In 1996, an Islamic fundamentalist group, predominantly Pashtun, known as the Taliban, 

occupied the capital, Kabul, and later roughly two-thirds of the country, but the group faced 

heavy backlash (Maizland 2021). The Taliban ruled with strict Islamic religious ideology, 

combining state and religion to the extreme, impacting the very culture of the country. Through 

Deobandi traditionalism, Wahhabi puritanism, and conservative Pashtun social code, the Taliban 

created an extremely rigid regime (Frayer 2021; Maizland 2021). The group called for extreme 

limitations on women in public life, harsh criminal punishments, and the systematic destruction 

of non-Islamic art (Chiovenda 2014; Human Rights Watch 2022).  

The destruction of non-Islamic art was an extremist ideology based in the religious 

practices forbidding any worship of images/idols of Allah. This stemming from the central 

religious text of Islam, the Quran, stating that Allah is the one divine being that the faithful 

worship, and it is believed that as a divine being, Allah cannot be fully comprehended by 

humanity (Fitzpatrick and Walker 2014). As such, Allah cannot be accurately portrayed in idol 

or image form, and the practice of worshipping idols of Allah is not done (The David 
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Collection). The Taliban used these teachings from the Quran to validate the destruction of non-

Islamic art. Further, one of the most public acts of cultural destruction within Afghanistan took 

place in March of 2001, under Taliban rule. At the end of February, the government sent out an 

edict declaring that all religious idols within the country were to be destroyed, and this decree 

included the destruction of two of the largest and oldest Buddhist statues in history (Chiovenda 

2014). Within the Bamiyan Valley of Afghanistan, these Buddhist statues (Figure 12) stood at 55 

and 38 meters tall and were around since the 6th century but were bombed into rubble in mere 

seconds (Stein 2015). The act of cultural destruction based on radical religious Islamic ideology 

by the state led to forced religious implementation. For minority ethnic groups that did not 

follow the traditional Islamic faith, the destruction of religious symbols like these Buddha statues 

was an attack on their own cultural heritage and religious beliefs—acts of cultural genocide.  

With the decree made public, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) publicly declared opposition to cultural destruction.  UNESCO is a 

United Nations agency specializing in culture, and this agency condemned the Taliban’s violent 

actions against cultural heritage. Immediately after the first decree on February 26 of 2001, 

UNESCO appealed to the Afghanistan government to preserve its cultural heritage (Manhart 

2001). The government continued well into March with various decrees stating that the 

destruction of any idols and other similar art was to continue, leading UNSECO officials to take 

more precedent action to save the cultural heritage of the nation. The appointed Director-General 

of UNSECO in 2001 met with various ambassadors that recognized the Taliban government in 

Afghanistan to ask for their support in trying to save Afghanistan’s art (Manhart 2001). Through 

these relations, UNESCO obtained support from Pakistan, Egypt, and Iraq—and the religious 

leaders from these areas issued fatwas against the Taliban’s decrees (Manhart 2001). A fatwa is a 
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legal pronouncement made by a mufti, an Islamic legal scholar who can pronounce his 

judgments to any legal issue regarding Islam (Siegel 2005). Moreover, through issuing appeals, 

website petitions, and working with foreign religious leaders, the UNESCO organization 

attempted to save the cultural heritage that the Taliban was determined to destroy. Unfortunately, 

the two of the largest and oldest Buddha statues were still destroyed even with foreign attempts 

at saving the statues. The public affair surrounding the Taliban’s destructive orders put into 

perspective how vital art in all forms was. Art is part of the cultural heritage of a country, and it 

can be a representation of faith as well. By destroying artistic religious statues, the Taliban was 

essentially destroying aspects of religious faith that did not meet their radical ideals of true faith, 

similarly to the Nazis’ art destruction in the first half of the twentieth century.  

In October of 2001, the United States invaded Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 9/11 

terrorist attacks, which limited the Taliban’s efforts in finalizing full cultural heritage 

destruction, but the damage was already done. The Taliban was not the responsible party for the 

terrorist attacks, the Islamic militant group Al-Qaeda was, but the media from the Bush 

administration accused the Taliban of providing a haven for the terrorist group—affectively 

combining the two groups together in the eyes of the American public (Schott 2012). Twenty 

years later, President Joe Biden pulled the last of the U.S. Army troops from Kabul, Afghanistan, 

while helping roughly 5,500 Americans residing in Afghanistan flee the country as well (Biden 

2021). Yet, with the removal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan to end decades of warfare, the 

fight is far from over. Once again, UNESCO is raising concerns about the preservation of 

Afghanistan's cultural heritage as the Taliban reclaims various territories, including the capital 

city of Kabul, where the National Museum of Kabul resides (Villa 2021). This museum is world 

famous and holds Afghanistan’s cultural heritage with art and artifacts that were “material 
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witness[es] to moments of past greatness” (Rowland and Rice 1971). The worry was that with 

the Taliban reclaiming Kabul and other Afghanistan territories, the group will attack the capital’s 

museum.  

Fear came to life once the Taliban took over Kabul in mid-August, and one of the first 

areas to close was the National Museum of Kabul. Now with a few months passed, the museum 

has reopened to the public in December of 2021 (Associated Press 2021). With the reopening, 50 

to 100 people are visiting each day, but the staff are not receiving a salary and Taliban soldiers 

guard the artifacts diligently (Harris 2021). However, the National Museum of Kabul was not the 

only cultural heritage organization worried about the Taliban. The Afghanistan National Institute 

of Music (ANIM) is an organization dedicated to preserving, empowering, and teaching young 

students, especially women, about Afghanistan music (“About Us” ANIM). With the Taliban 

moving into many Afghanistan territories, many musical staff and students of ANIM fled to 

Portugal for asylum starting in October of 2021 through mid-December of 2021 (“ANIM Arrives 

Safely in Portugal” 2021). The Taliban has already imposed extreme restrictions on women’s 

daily activities, as they did in the nineties (Human Rights Watch 2022). Will there be a repeat of 

oppressive rule and cultural heritage destruction? With close control over a center of historical 

art already achieved, further destruction and cultural genocide may be within the future.  

The “War on Terror” and Art Destruction – The Erasing of Uyghur Culture 

There is a long history of Islamic faith within the borders of China. With the 

implementation of the Silk Road and a growing need for trade, religious beliefs were bound to 

spread along with the distribution of spices, silk, and other goods. With the introduction of Islam 

in Chinese territory, there were a few ethnic groups created. The most common Muslim ethnic 

group seen in China today are the Hui people, but another Muslim minority ethnic group are the 
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Uyghur people (Stewart 2021). This section will focus on the Uyghur ethnic group, but it should 

be noted that other Muslim ethnic groups are impacted by the actions taken against the Uyghurs. 

 The Uyghurs come from a Turkish linguistic family and are more related to settled cultures 

compared to some other nomadic practices (Roberts 2020). The group also shares more in 

common with Uzbeks and the old Soviet Central Asia compared to the current Han ethnic 

majority (Bacon 1980). Much of the Uyghur population resides in the most western and central 

region of China, known as Xinjiang or the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), by 

the Chinese government (Roberts 2020). This region holds roughly 11,300,000 Uyghurs with an 

additionally 500,000 living around the world, particularly in Turkey, Kazakhstan, and 

Kyrgyzstan (Statistical Bureau 2017). However, the XUAR is commonly referred to as Altishar 

by the people living in the area (Thum 2014). The Uyghur term Altishar is known as “six cities,” 

but one will not see a map with this term describing central China, because the current 

government, the People's Republic of China (PRC), is limiting the knowledge of the people and 

area for political control (Thum 2014). To better understand the high tensions between the 

Uyghur people and the Chinese government, one must look at the history of the area. Altishar 

came under Chinese rule in 1759 during the final days of war between the Dzunar Mongols and 

the Manchus, and from this point moving forward the Uyghur people living within the area were 

under the forceful rule of the Chinese government (Thum 2014). From this point onward, the 

residents in this region fought against the colonizers who forced them to live under their rule. 

There were attempts at creating an independent state from China altogether in the mid twentieth 

century which only lasted for a brief period, but sentiments for a separate nation are still hold 

aspirations for an independent nation (Thum 2014).  
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There were periods of high tension and lower tensions between the Uyghur population 

and the Chinese government, and by the early 1990s it as at a peak. As previously mentioned in 

the “Art Destruction in Afghanistan” section, the militant Islamic fundamentalist faction known 

as the Taliban were gaining power during the early 1990s as well. With a rise in the Taliban’s 

power, religious oppression increased within the Altishar territory—these governmental actions 

made from fear of any potential Islamic nationalist uprising in China (Spiessens 2021). The 

current stereotype for those who identified with a Muslim ethnic group and/or practiced the 

Islamic faith as being violent and terrorists was beginning to form during this time. The Chinese 

government acted on this early formulation of this stereotype, while also fearing for any uprising 

that might overthrow the current system in power. Still, tensions grew up until the 9/11 terrorist 

attack on the United States. In the aftermath of the events of 9/11 there came a new era of “War 

on Terror” where the United States and its allies came together to fight terrorism (The Coalition 

Information Centers 2009). The Taliban was not responsible for the 9/11 terrorist attack, the 

Islamic militant group known as the Al-Qaeda were the ones responsible, but the Bush 

Administration effectively combined the two together (Schott 2012). Through mass media, fear 

and newfound hate formed amongst the public, and that hate was geared towards those who 

practiced Islam in an act of counterterrorism. 

The people who conducted the terrorist attack on the United States were a small fraction 

of a radical militant group, but people began to associate all Muslims as terrorists. Now, with 

mass panic and fear spreading all around the world, the Chinese government took these events as 

an opportunity to further control the Uyghur group. By October of 2001, a small fraction of 

Uyghurs in Afghanistan territory was labeled as a ‘terrorist organization’ and this classification 

had drastic impacts for the Uyghur population in China (Roberts 2020). Through this new 
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classification for those in Afghanistan, the PRC began to “re-brand” their agitation towards the 

ethnic minority group by manipulating the Uyghurs desire for independence as a ‘terrorist threat’ 

related to the Al-Qaeda (Roberts 2020). This manipulation would have never been successful 

without the mass hysteria and “War on Terror” created by the Bush Administration in the United 

States. There was no evidence linking the Uyghur group in central China to that of the Al-Qaeda 

faction from Afghanistan, but by framing domestic dissent as an international terrorist threat the 

government successfully manipulated the world to create a “systematic campaign” to destroy the 

Uygur identity (Roberts 2020).  

For the past twenty years through present day, the PRC is systematically wiping out the 

cultural heritage of the Uyghur people, committing acts of cultural genocide daily. Evidence 

collected over recent years shows satellite images and witnesses noting that mosques, shrines, 

and even cemeteries were targeted and destroyed throughout Altishar (Fiskesjö 2021; Kuo 2019; 

and Sintash 2019). The more recent actions taken to erase the Uyghur presence is the migration 

of the most prominent Chinese ethnic group, the Han, to the Altishar region. The purpose behind 

having more Han individuals move to the area is to dilute the percentage of Uyghurs that live in 

the area while also building more Chinese inspired infrastructure (Hardy 2020).  

In the Islamic faith, a mosque is the physical representation of Allah’s home where 

Muslims can connect with each other and Allah, but with the systematic destruction of the 

mosques, “Muslims become religiously homeless in their homeland” (Sintash 2019). Yet, in 

2016 the Chinese Central Ethnic-Religious Affairs Department implemented the “Mosque 

Rectification Program,” with the official justification being that the police needed to sort out 

“dilapidated buildings” that would allegedly be safety threats for worshippers (Hoshur and 

Boliek 2016). In a span of three months, this program supposedly looking for safety threats in 
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only mosques destroyed an estimated 5,000 mosques in the Altishar region alone (Sintash 2019). 

In one specific city, Kashgar, police officials stated that they nearly demolished 70 percent of the 

mosques during this time (Hoshur and Boliek 2016). The mosques destroyed were not rebuilt, 

and a few that were spared were turned into tourist sites. An example of this can be seen in the 

city of Ghulja, where a mosque was leased out to a Han Chinese businessman from Beijing and 

turned into a local tourist area as noted in Figure 13 (Abdilim and Lipes 2021). This spot is 

marketed as a cultural site for people to visit and get a taste of Uyghur culture, but the original 

prayer area is no longer available to those who prayed in the mosque (Abdilim and Lipes 2021). 

The speed and efficiency at which the demolition of religious sites was, without the consent of 

local inhabitants provides evidence at the underlying malicious intent of the Chinese officials. 

However, mosques were not the only cultural and religious sites targeted by the state.  

Many homes within the Altishar region were destroyed or ransacked by Chinese officials. 

The architectural structure of many of the homes in this region were designed for the hot and arid 

climate of central China, a result of shared designs from Morocco, across north Africa, the 

Middle East to central Asia (Hanlon 2019). Over the years, officials have destroyed houses and 

towns overall, and rebuilt concrete cells that let little air flow and cram large populations into 

one building—creating the atomization of a community and stripping the people of the freedom 

to choose how they live (Hanlon 2019). In the process of destroying homes, buildings, and other 

religious sites, many graves within the region were razed and then paved over—one example 

seen is within the city of Hotan where the cemetery of Sultanim dated back to at least 960 AD 

and it was turned into a parking area (Fiskesjö 2021). The physical landscape of Altishar is 

continuously being altered by the Chinese state, along with the cultural practices, religious 
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beliefs (Roberts 2020). Thus, artistic aspects of the Uyghur people were destroyed, other facets 

of their culture are being targeted in the attempt to erase the existence of Uyghur culture.  

Out of the roughly eleven million Uyghurs residing the XUAR today, roughly more than 

one million of these people are confined within “re-education” camps (Roberts 2020). People are 

forced into these internment camps if they do not follow the orders from the Chinese officials. 

Thus, the decision for many Uyghur people is to choose between their “freedom” or their faith. 

In other words, the Chinese government created a “cultural cleansing” system that forces people 

to change their core identities through more violent means (Shih 2018). Some of those who do 

survive and have re-entered society spread awareness about the violent tactics used to instill 

obedience in fear, everything from starvation, solitary confinement, torture, and rape (Mitsui 

2021; Shih 2018).  

Victims to these internment camps are identified when the person is showing signs of 

“extreme” or “radical” religious ideology by Chinese officials as a way to combat potential 

terrorist threats. However, this excuse for mass detainment of specific groups of people based on 

religious ideology is truly cover for Chinese officials to detain any person who goes against the 

will of the state, further imposing power unto this minority group. If taken to a camp as a result 

of non-compliance, people are held against their will until it is decided if they are allowed to re-

enter society. These camps are some of the largest mass detention sites in the world, and while 

within these camps people are forced to learn and only speak Han Chinese, effectively 

eliminating the Uyghur language (Roberts 2020). The comparison to the Holocaust concentration 

camps is clear, with mass detention, forced labor, and effective means to destroy a culture. There 

are cases where Uyghurs come out of these detention facilities, but there are many who die from 

poor living conditions and starvation (Spiessens 2021). Yet, the state has further justified these 
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“reeducation” camps as means to combat extreme terrorist ideology (Spiessens 2021). The 

horrendous living conditions and long-term detention of the Uyghur people with the justification 

of potential terrorist threats based on preconceived stereotypes is a human rights violation. The 

PRC is effectively committing cultural genocide by eliminating Uyghur inspired artistic 

architecture, attacking religious temples, and forcing people into camps where they cannot speak 

their own language. By attacking key representations of cultural heritage, the Chinese state is 

slowly destroying the Uyghur people until nothing, but a hollow shell of a group can be seen.  
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From Past to Present 

The focus on art and other forms of cultural heritage materials in the attempt to erase a 

specific group of people has a devastating impact on the culture of a group, and as history has 

seen, the attack on representative materials can be very effective in destroying the cultural 

heritage of individuals. A common thread witnessed from Nazi Germany to present-day 

Afghanistan and China is the attempts at censoring art representative of specific cultural ideals 

and heritage. More specifically artistic censorship is seen with the removal and/or destruction of 

art from museums or other culturally significant sites. Museums were created to preserve history, 

art, and culture even if it was controversial or jarring (Hencz 2019). Yet, the threat of art 

destruction within museums is still at large as seen within the mass confiscation of modern art in 

Nazi Germany. Governments today in Russia, Turkey, and China are only a few examples in 

which counterterror laws are enacted against artists, installing a narrative where artists 

expressing their creativity is a threat to the nation (Hencz 2019). The reality behind these fear 

and harassment tactics is that it gives the government the power to manipulate what the public 

sees, and any piece of art that counters the government’s national narrative threatens the system 

of fear that the government operates on. Moreover, the politics of any country severely impact 

the level of growth within the art world, or the level of censorship implemented.  

Censorship continues to be a tactic used for control and power amongst political leaders 

throughout history as seen in Nazi Germany to present day China. Now all forms of censorship, 

whether it be banned books or confiscated art, serve a purpose. Most governments have some 

form of control over the arts, whether it is to limit hate speech or to diminish cultural heritage 

depends on the situation at hand (“BRIA” 2021). None have the same exact level of control over 

the art scene like Nazi Germany did, but the Chinese government and Taliban led Afghanistan 
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are not far behind. The people deciding what art is and how it should be perceived control the 

larger institutions that impact culture within a region. Based on historical and cultural influences, 

people interpret and contextualize meaning in varying ways because one’s worldview is never 

the same as another’s worldview (Kincheloe 2003). Consequently, those who are in positions of 

power are always directly influenced by their personal worldviews based on the cultural and 

historical contexts of their lives. In the case of the People’s Republic of China, the concept of 

controlling cultural expression as a form of propaganda was theorized by Community Party 

Leaders as early as 1942 by Mao Zedong (Amar 2020). This theory resulted in the later usage of 

artistic forms infused with popular Chinese culture and communist propaganda to create a 

harmonious narrative for the public to follow (Amar 2020). Music was one of many artistic 

forms used, but there were only specific forms of music that could be published for the public, 

all of which must be approved by the government (Amar 2020). In order to control all forms of 

music production for the public, the China Record Corporation (CRC) was established in May of 

1949. Since 2003 the State Council controls the CRC (Amar 2020). Up until 1976, with the death 

of Mao Zedong, the music industry was strictly a monopoly that the CRC had tight control over 

(Amar 2020). After his death, the People’s Republic of China slowly transformed itself from 

controlling music production by functioning as the sole producer of all music in China, to 

becoming a regulator of music produced by other groups (“Mapping China: Music”). 

Furthermore, the historical and cultural context that politics plays in China reinforces the notion 

that censorship of artistic expression is used in a variety of ways to control the public’s 

worldview.  

Perceptions of what various types of art mean is forever changing because of the context 

of time, as well as the influence that politics has on the area, as demonstrated with music 
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censorship in China. Looking back when avant-garde art gained momentum in early 20th century 

Germany, the movement was innovative within the world of art. Specifically, the avant-garde 

movement was a form of satire, in which modernist artists used their creative works to comment 

on the pomposity of the art world (Kincheloe 2003). Yet, it is vital to note that many of the 

innovative and expressive pieces of art were appropriated from typically nonwhite, colonized 

groups (Kincheloe 2003). In some eyes, the modernist movement was freedom to explore outside 

the traditional norms of what art “should be”, some deemed this art as degenerate, and in more 

recent times people have addressed the problematic post-imperialist implications of modernist 

artwork. The narrative is forever changing because as humans learn, grow, and evolve our 

understanding of the world and the intersectional boundaries of culture adjust. This reflects how 

art, politics, and the overall culture are connected to one another. However, there are still debates 

occurring today about what forms of creative and cultural expression should be deemed as art.  

Reminiscing on the “degenerate art” displayed in the Entartete Kunst exhibition in Nazi 

Germany, these actions are categorized within the dehumanization stage within the defined ten 

stages of genocide. The targeted confiscation of modern art in Germany for the sole purpose of 

destruction or dehumanization parallels current events of art destruction happening in China and 

Afghanistan. Terminology and analysis of events such as art destruction continues to evolve 

throughout the years, and it should be noted that cultural genocide is a relatively new term. With 

the language and understanding we have now, there are clear definers of what genocide and 

cultural genocide looks like. What’s more, the current disinterment that art goes beyond the 

aesthetic standards of what humanity deems beautiful must be applied to the modern conceptions 

of cultural genocide (Sherman and Morrissey 2017). Art encourages personal growth within 

humanity, it creates conversation and helps people grapple with ideas surrounding the human 
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condition (Sherman and Morrissey 2017). Essentially, art’s value goes beyond previously 

conceived notions, and society needs to not only acknowledge the role that art plays but apply 

this knowledge to historic and current events. Art defamation, destruction, and extreme 

censorship crucially impacts one’s culture—in effect, erasing aspects of a person’s identity as a 

human being.  

There are many different forms that cultural genocide can take, as seen throughout 

millennia in world history. Beyond Nazi Germany, Afghanistan, and China, other include the 

assimilation schools that young Indigenous peoples were forced into in North America during 

the late 19th century (“‘Cultural Genocide’ and Native American Children” 2014), the continuous 

destruction of the Parthenon in Greece due to varying religious beliefs of warring nations 

(Reymond 2022), the destruction of thousands of Armenian medieval gravestones by Azerbaijan 

(Haghnazarian and Wickmann 2007), and more. Art destruction is only one facet of the concept 

of cultural genocide, but regardless of what is conducted the essence of why cultural genocide 

happens remains the same. It is the destruction of one’s identity that can give power to those who 

inflict such hatred and violence. With such power, humans can rewrite history, impact the world, 

and impose a specific type of worldview onto everyone. Nazi propaganda pressed views onto the 

public that would only strengthen their grip over Germany by providing the public with 

seemingly appropriate and inappropriate art. The Taliban created a living environment where 

only like-minded religious radicals and any other evidence of historical religious diversity is 

destroyed or closely monitored. The Chinese government demands cultural cleansing at the 

expense of the Uyghur population based on oversimplified stereotypes involving terrorist groups 

and the Islamic religion. All these events show how those in positions of power impact 
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depictions of various forms of art, and how these depictions can destroy people’s identities or 

reinforce them.  

 Cultural genocide should not be ignored; It can happen anywhere, anytime, as previously 

discussed. The effectiveness that cultural genocide can have in erasing people, land, and history 

is why it continues to be a method used to undermine other groups of people. Culture is learned, 

and the ways in which humans interact with the world around them is affected by cultural 

notions taught through shared experiences (Lassiter 2014). This applies to world leaders, military 

officials, cultural ambassadors, and any other group that holds positions of power over the 

public. A leader’s worldview cultivated from their own cultural exposures influences how they 

see fit to lead. This does not excuse a leader from committing acts of violence towards the 

public, rather it grants awareness to that fact that their experiences with the world influence who 

they target in relation to cultural genocide. The pattern remains throughout history where aspects 

of a culture are primary targets for defamation and destruction when committing genocide and/or 

cultural genocide, art being one of many various targets. Indicating how significant the 

preservation of art is in helping protect people’s cultural heritage and identity.  
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Conclusion 

History is taught so that society learns from the collective past. Yet, one of the most 

common phrases seen today is that history is repeating itself. The juxtaposition between 

remembrance and the reality of the world indicates that there is much to be done. Mass atrocities, 

acts of violence, along with genocide continue to happen to this day, coinciding with 

remembrance days dedicated to honoring those who suffered during the Holocaust. Since the 

conclusion of the events of the Holocaust many have dedicated their lives to understanding how 

something as horrific and violent as mass genocide could have happened while the world around 

it went on. The ten steps of genocide are a concise list of how it begins, builds, and eventually 

succeeds in dehumanization and murder. Yet, with these identifiers well established, precursor 

actions indicating human rights violations are being conducted are not put to an end early on.  

Acts of cultural heritage destruction is a warning sign that a specific group of people may 

in danger, as seen in Nazi Germany and present-day China and Afghanistan. Not only is it an 

indicator for potential cultural genocide, but it is also a reminder that those in positions of power 

must be held accountable for the protection of the people. Destroying an artifact or other physical 

representation of cultural expression or heritage elicits a chain reaction that can chip away at a 

group’s identity. Those with power over the museums, the land, and the government can 

influence the future of art and in essence the future of cultural identity.  

The “Degenerate Art” exhibition is only one example of the many thousands of events in 

which attacks on art negatively impact vulnerable communities. Even now it is one of the most 

visible and memorable historic events due to the large scale of people impacted and availability 

of technology to record these events. Genocide is not just murdering specific groups of people, it 

is a complicated system that attempts at erasing not only the people, but the entire culture itself 
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from this world. There are interlacing aspects all contributing to the same goal. However, the 

term genocide was officially implemented within society after the events of the Holocaust in 

Nazi Germany. This event was a turning point for the world in understanding what lengths 

people are willing to go to erase specific cultures and acknowledging that it was a violation of 

basic human rights. The “Degenerate Art” exhibition was only one facet of the larger scheme at 

hand in Nazi Germany, but its influence on creating an “us versus them” mentality significantly 

worsened the relationships between “pure-Aryans” and anyone else who did not fit into that 

category.  

With the beginning understandings of what defines genocide, and cultural genocide in 

comparison to other human rights violations in the aftermath of the Holocaust, the identification 

of these events becomes more bearable. Again, the systems of genocide and cultural genocide are 

complex, and not always clear. Recognizing that the destruction of art representative of a specific 

cultural group is a sign that cultural genocide or cultural cleansing might begin or already is 

occurring is vital to be able to start combatting any more violence. Art plays a crucial role within 

the political, economic, and social infrastructures of society, and when someone threatens its 

destruction, it is a precursor to potentially more significant events. The “Degenerate Art” 

exhibition was not the exception, this event was one of many consisting of a pattern of violence 

towards specific cultural groups. Remembrance is important but acknowledging the impact that 

art destruction has on one's identity must also be considered. Cultural genocide continues to 

happen. Now with more recent events of acts of war and violence in China, Afghanistan, and 

Ukraine, it is vital now more than ever that we as a society observe, listen, and acknowledge the 

impact of specific art destruction to better prepare to take action to save not only people’s human 

rights, but their identity as well.  
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Appendix 1: Visuals 

  

Figure 1.  

Image of the cover of a propaganda poster made by Hans Severus Ziegler in 1938, with the title 

translating to “Degenerate Music.” The strong aspects of racism seen within this image 

reinforced the idea that people of color were animals (as the musicians has ape like qualities) and 

their music is not sophisticated enough. This image reflects the propaganda defaming and 

dehumanizing jazz music and the culture surrounding it. Although the Nazi Party labeled this 

music as degenerate, jazz continued to be played within the Third Reich despite the political 

obstacles (Fackler 2022). The star of David was also placed on the musician, inherently 

attempting to tie degeneracy back to the Jewish population. It is crucial to understand that many 

of the artwork and posters displayed to the public were not created by Jewish artists, but the art is 

still slandered if it did not adhere to the views of the Nazis. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the 

Third Reich. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 
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Figure 2.  

Photo taken by Heinrich Hoffmann on January 13, 1938, this image captures Adolf Hitler 

scrutinizing confiscated artwork. By Jacques, Schuhmacher. 2021. “'Entartete Kunst': The Nazis' 

Inventory of 'Degenerate Art'.” V & A website; Victoria and Albert Museum. Accessed April 1, 

2022. https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/entartete-kunst-the-nazis-inventory-of-degenerate-art. 
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Figure 3.  

This photo captures the view of a portion of the south wall in Room 5 of the Entartete Kunst 

exhibition. The work seen within this image comes from the artists Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Max 

Beckman, Otto Mueller, Xaver Fuhr, Emil Nolde, Christian Rohlfs, and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff. 

By Stephanie Barron. 1991. “Degenerate Art”: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany. 

Los Angeles, Calif.: Los Angeles County Museum of Art; New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc. 
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Figure 4.  

An image of a portion of the south wall in Room 3 of the Entartete Kunst exhibition, with art 

pieces from Otto Baum, Rudolf Belling, Heinrich Campendonk, Walter Dexel, Eugen Hoffmann, 

Paul Klee, and Emil Nolde. By Stephanie Barron. 1991. “Degenerate Art”: The Fate of the 

Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany. Los Angeles, Calif.: Los Angeles County Museum of Art; New 

York: Harry N. Abrams Inc. 
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Figure 5.  

This image is of page 17 within the “Degenerate Art” exhibition guide with the title translating to 

“The Harlot Is Elevated to a Moral Ideal!” Paintings included within this page are Portrait of a 

Woman by Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, Duet at the North Café by Paul Kleinschmidt, and Yellow 

Dancer by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. Within this section of the exhibit, there was an emphasis on 

lewdness of the paintings, and the depiction of women as sexual beings. The intention was for 

the public to be disgusted by these art pieces, as they did not follow the core values of Nazi 

approved Germany. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the Third Reich. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 

Inc. 
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Figure 6.  

The above image is the cover to the guide for the 1937 Entartete Kunst exhibition depicting a 

plaster cast of Der neue Mensch (The new man), 1912. By Stephanie Barron. 1991. “Degenerate 

Art”: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany. Los Angeles, Calif.: Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art; New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc. 
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Figure 7.  

A photograph capturing the Der ewige Jude exhibition (The Eternal Jew) in Munich, Germany 

1937. Above the exhibition title are words saying, “very political show.” By Stephanie Barron. 

1991. “Degenerate Art”: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany. Los Angeles, Calif.: 

Los Angeles County Museum of Art; New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc. 
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Figure 8.  

This is one example of the many posters made for the Der ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew) film 

that began airing on November 29th, 1940 (Lisciotto 2008). This film depicted the Jewish 

population as a parasite to a healthy host (the Aryan race), and further tried to associate disgust 

and hatred towards the Jewish population from the general public (Lisciotto 2008). The Jewish 

man shown wears a kaftan, holds gold coins in one hand, grips a whip in the other, while under 

his arm he holds a world map with the hammer and sickle imprinted onto it (Lisciotto 2008). 

These symbols indicate supposed attempts the Jews had at dominating the world to villainize the 

Jewish population. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the Third Reich. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 

Inc. 
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Figure 9.  

Adolf Hitler visiting the “Great German Art” exhibition in 1939, with various Nazi Party 

officials such as Joesph Goebbels, Heinrich Himmler, Professor Gerdy Troost, Dino Alfieri, and 

Baron Konstantin von Neurath. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the Third Reich. New York: Harry 

N. Abrams, Inc. 
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Figure 10.  

Peasant Woman. Created by Adolf Wissel and displayed in 1938 within the “Great German Art” 

exhibition. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the Third Reich. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 

 

 



   
 

72 
 

  

Figure 11.  

The Führer and Commander-in-Chief of the Army, created by Conrad Hommel, 1940. This 

painting was one of many displayed in the “Great German Art” exhibition. Note the intensity of 

detail done to create a realistic image of a strong Führer, implicating Hitler’s strength and 

bravery in leading Nazi Germany. By Peter Adam. 1992. Art of the Third Reich. New York: 

Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 
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Figure 12.  

These are before and after photos of one of the two larger Bamiyan Buddhas in which the 

Taliban demolished in March of 2001. By Gil J. Stein. 2015. “The War-Ravaged Cultural 

Heritage of Afghanistan: An Overview of Projects of Assessment, Mitigation, and 

Preservation.” Near Eastern Archaeology 78, no. 3:187–95. 

https://doi.org/10.5615/neareastarch.78.3.0187. 
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Figure 13.  

Photograph depicting Jama Mosque with Chinese flag and propaganda flyers stating “'Love the 

Party, Love the Country” in Kashgar prefecture's Kargilik county (Abdilim and Lipes 2021). 

This is one of many examples in which a place of worship within the Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region is handed to a Han businessman by the Chinese government. Rather than 

allowing the Uyghur people in this region to worship at a holy site, the Chinese government is 

turning mosques and other areas into tourist destinations at the expense of the Uyghur minority 

group. By Mihray Abdilim and Joshua Lipes. 2021. “Mosque in Xinjiang’s Ghulja City 

Repurposed as Hotel.” Radio Free Asia website. Accessed October 11, 2021.       

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/mosque-04292021181310.html. 

 

 


